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The Middle Grades in
American Public Education

IntroduCtiq_l}

Schooling in the United States is not a system but a conglomerate of people and
_settings which varies greatly across localities and over time. Across thousands of
locally controlled school systems, schooling is tremendously dynamic: not only are
goals, practices, and structures being changed continually, but changes often get
-advocated and spread from one location to many others. . '

Under the auspices of the National Institute of Education, we began to study one of
those changes in 1980. The change in question is the reorganization of grade
structure in order to plan and implement middle schiools. Many, indeed thousands, .. .

- of middle schools have come into being in American public school districts since '
1860, and niany communities are now giving active consideration to creating them.
We did not try in our study to answer the question of whether middle schools are a
good thing educationally. We tried instead to gather and sift evidence from a small -
national sample of public school districts in order to discern regllarities in the

... change process-itself._.Our_goal was_to-illuminate.the conditions under which

H decisions are made, plans laid, and implementation begun, as well as to note some

of the consequences that result from the planning and startup proc‘ess./

. Our purpose was practical. We wanted to learn whether there were regular features
to the process which, if summarized and interpreted, would help communities N
orgarize decision making, planning, and iinplementation in ways that would
facilitate their abilities to get good results from their efforts.

Our concern with process stems from several notions about educational change.
One is that there is no “best” solution to an issue such as grade structure. There
were benefits and costs associated with the kindergarten or first grade through
cighth grade schools that dotted the American landscape for a century before the
advent of the junior high school. Thousands of K-8 schools continue to flourish in
both public and nonpublic settings today. Grade structures alone do not engm'ﬁce or
depress educational benefits, though there may be some outer limit on-this hotion.
For-example, a school with a single grade tends to deprive students of exposure to
an age mix, just as a school that contains all grades from K to 12 tends to sacrifice
the stimulus to learning that.can come from‘\a change of scene: When a community
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changes from one grade structur3 to another, however, we are convinced that the
change nearly alwpys signifies something more than a belief in the merits of a
different grade gr(%‘l;lping. s

Our second notion'is that a change in a tangible factor such as grade grouping
depends for its educational value on the content and quality Qf the process through
which it gains expression. The ninth grade in @ district can be relocated out of *

junior high schools'and placed in a senior high building, for example, with barely a

single change in any ongoing programs for ninth graders or others. Or, it can be an
occasion for redesigning both junior and senior high school programs {rom top to
bottom. A change in grade structures thus becomes educationally significant only
when the decision and planning processes become focal points for social action.

Our third notion is that the process of changeover to middle schools cannot be

understood, let alone undertaken somewhere else, without an understanding of the -

thicket of issues with which school boards and staff must cope. Grade structures of
any kind may be seen as a kind of “steady state” in a school environment. For that
“state” to change, a veritable tangle of impinging events — for example, enrollment
decline — must be perceived as treatable by this singular course of action.

Our final notion is that a middle school model cannot be prescribed. Grade
structuring, when attached to other issues, expresses local adult attitudes about
child development, youth policy, social controls over age groups, and many related
themes pertinent to Jocal subcultures. So, too,educators carry ‘extremely diverse
attitudes about when the child-centered curriculum should give way to discipline-
centered studies and when academic achievement takes priority over social growth.

- By studying the process, we hoped to avoid prescribing a model, although aspects

of the contempurary ideal for advocates of middle school programs are'deéscribed to
clarify the substance of the programs that we studied.

This report is aimed at the many people who are currently involved in planning or

-

considering a shift to middle schools. These include school board members, distrigt-
and school-level administrators, and teachers and parents who become involved in
local planning teams. Qur aim is to provide them with concrete and practical
suggestions for decision making, planning and implementation, based on our own
detailed research in twelve new middle schools.

‘The report is also intended for educational researchers intereéted in major, planned
‘change ini schools and districts. For them we provide additional insight into the

internal and external forces impinging on all phases of the:local change process,
highlighting some of the potential sources for slippage between initial decisions and
final implementation. : :

Finally, the report is directed at middle school advocates interested in the extent to
which various components of the middle school model are implemented. For them
we provide a contrast to the many published reports on “exemplary” middle school .
programs, for this report focuses on middle schools in more “typical” situations —
where educational aims for the shift are secondary to harder economic and political
considerations in an era of fiscal decline and retrenchment.

7




B The Middle Grades in American Public Education - o
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B We begin in this chapter with a brief review of the development of the middle _ :

y _school movement. We then review the most common elements desired in middle L
school programs and observed in the twelve recently established programs that wé

studied. Finally, we provide concrete suggestions for the entire change process —

from assessing needs, problems or opportunities, to making and implementing deci-

5

sions, to monitoring and evaluating the resulting programs. We also include brief,
descriptive vignettes drawn from our field research on the twelve new schools.

Many advocates of middle school programs.seem to have a shared vision of what
middle schools should be. That vision has shaped the local decision process in
many ways, as we shall show. =~ - o Lo

Thé Trend towe;rd Middle Schoois o

v
s

To understand the American middle school hovement, we must see it as an
outgrowth of the American junior high school which, in turn, sprang up out of the
evolution of the public high school. In this country the public highschool took"
essentially its present form in the 1880s. From that time until secondary education
{ became more democratic following World War I, public high schools enrolled only
| about 20 percent of the relevant age groups, and fewer than 20 percent of those
enrolled actually pursued college preparatory studies. Thus, the public high school
built its original curriculum around instruction for only about 4 percent of the
youth population. '

This highly selective focus became central to the public high school as an institu-

tion. It reflected teachers' concerns with developing continuous, widely acceptable

ties with higher education by prepearing youth to undertake classical and scientific

studies in college (see Til, 1970, for a more detailed discussion). Practical studies

H  were short-changed or omitted, and the developing emphasis on accreditation great-
{1y intensified the sa lience-of-the-classical-curriculum—Vocational-training developed
a5 an adjunct to the public high school as a résponse to manpower needs disclosed

by mobilizations for World War I, but rapidly evolved into a separate subsystem.

For example, in northeastern states the pattern of Latin high schools, English high

schools, and trade schools for the nen-college bound developed.

-

The public junior high school de 'oped in the West and Midwest between 1910
and 1930 as a three-year school consisting of grades 7-9. Its initial purpose was
“garly differentiation”: the sifting out, by trial, of vocationally oriented from college
bound youth. It also tried to resolve the dilemma of what to do with early -~ ~
adolescents. Many believed that early adolescents were held back by the K-8
schools, while others felt ninth graders were too immature for high school. Over the
next fifty years this innovation became commonplace, though the grade structure
varied from 6-8 to 7-9. The aim of providing a transition from elementary to high

school was widely proclaimed.

There were flaws in the design of the public junior high from its very beginnings,

however. Far from achieving programmatic independence, its faculties were often
' .
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an uneasy mix of high school teachers who wanted to teach in the high school and"
#  elementary school teachers wlio remained child-centered (sée Chiara and Johnson,
{ . 1972; Schoo, 1974; Hotfma{l. 1977; and Zdanowic%, 1976, for more detail).
Moredver, as the proportion of youth ‘continuing on to twelfth grade expanded from
about 20 percent in 1929 to 70 percent in 1960, the p'rmmple of early dlttelentlatlon

was overrun. ’_&- - . . ¢
In the early 1960s, sﬂburbamz.atlon rural school consolidation, and the Sputnik
challenge were additional spurs to the development of junior high alternatives. Af-
{Tuent suburban districts like Scarsdale, New York, for instance, constructed large
unified junior high schools for grades 6-8, with a faculty, curriculum; and physical
plant adequate for the task of intense academic preparatlon During the same
period, as consolidated regional high schools were built in the hinterlands, inter-
mediate schools were constructed alongside them.
Fhe junior high school had performed an 1mp0rtdnt mission between 1910 and
1950. It had served to broaden the range of youth prepared to go on to high school.
It had provided a testing and sifting ground for those who chose to withdraw from
school after eighth or ninth.grade. And, it extended downward the intellectual
resources of the more academic disciplines through courses in generdl science,
literature, history, rhetoric, and even first year algebra. As the senior high schools
expanded to host 60 and later 80 percent of all adolescents, and as elementary -

" schools became more.comprehensive in their curricular scope, the special mission -
oi the American junior high school began to erode.

Fostering the erosion from within the junior highs was the nagging sense of a dis-
juncture between the departmentalized formalities of the program inherited {rom
the early years of the century and the observable social, affective, and physical
needs and interests of 10 to 14 year olds. And, by the 1960s, as senior high schools
began to cast about for explanations for soaring dropout and pushout rates, junior
high schools oftentook an excessive share of blame for. the problem.
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——Several-waves'ot poliey- change -sinee~1960-have-also-affected-the-junior- ulg,hs._I‘OL.__,___
example, grade restructuring was used in the 1960s and 1970s as a means of

desegregation and decentralization. Towards the end of that period it also became a

tool for achieving economies of scale. As enrollments declined, some junior highs

closed and dlsappearcd, and school districts began to 1econslde1 the K-8 configura-

tion. Other junior highs lost their ninth grades to high schools as emollment

declines contmued into the late 1970s :

As waves of policy change washed over the junior highs, old questions about their
program aims were revived. These questions were made more urgent by new
knowledge about the developmental stage of early adolescence (see Til, 1970; Schoo,
1974; Fenwick, 1977, and Thornburg, 1981). Physmdlly. psychologically, and social-
ly, young people appear to be maturing earlier. Also, in terms of social, psychologi-
‘cal, and emotional maturity, the greatest similarity among students in the sixth
through tenth grades exists between those in grades six and seven and between
those in grades¢nine and ten (Schoo, 1974). Similarly, it is in these grades that we
find the greatest variability in levels of maturity among individuals in the same age
group. Other research has suggested that youngsters ages 10 to 14, in contldst to
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both younger children and older teenagers, have comparatively little ability to ac-
" quire new cognitiye skills and informatien, as theéir brains prepare for a growth -

spurt between ages 15 and 18 (Epstein and Toepler, 1978). o S

A ¢ .

Midweslern state education agencies and universities began to interesl themselves

in preparing teachers and programs ol instruction which fit the special de\ielopmeil—
tal needs of early adolescents. This trend was reinforced by the emphasis on com-
petency based education, where research evidence showed that special objeclives
had to be built into the instructional programs of sixth through eighth graders.

‘Reforms in teacher certification began to follow.

‘The junior high.school had rested o several foundations: (aJ early diflerentiation,

(b) discipline-centered courses of study, (c) exploration of work skills, and (d)

rehearsal of the rudiments of high school academic and social life. As these

foundations began to shake in the 1960s, the idea of the middle school emerged as, .

an alternative. Some of its critics may fecl that the middle school lacks a philosophy '

and a program to educate its pupils {Schoo, 1974); yet several elemunts ol the

middle school “ideal” may be discerned: ' .

1. The middle school begins in the sixth grade, presumably hedause studenls are
maturing earlier (Fenwick, 1977). R '

All students are prepared for high school. ) : ..
Vocationalism is replaced by school-wide exploration of careers.
Some courses in skill subjects remain academic, but others are activily based.

Courses in the language arts and mathemalics do not imitate high school courses
bul treat skill deficits. -

- v

E+

In some districts the middle school idea has been further elaborated to include .
ungraded structures, interdissiplinary learning themes, individually prescribed and
paced learning, team teaching, and the injection ol school counseling and guidance
services. Similarly, the idea has included expanded inservice educalion for the
facully, expanded parént involvement, and reforms’in school/€ommunity relalions
(Slale, 1975; Kealy, 1971: Flinker and Pianko, 1971; and Chiara and Johnson, 1972;
for a discussion of what the experts think makes a good middle schoel, sce Brown,
1981}, ¢ | ] .

i

£ . - . . .
Efforts to pré(nulgate the-middle-school have taken on the attributes ol a social * - ———-
movement cohering around several frequently expressed aims. In the literature,
these aims are usually refepred to as “the philosophy of middle schools.” Typical
expressions of these aims are as follows: d ) ‘

1. The-middle school program should emphasize individual personal growth. It
should be “child-oriented” ralher than “subiecl-oyicnléd." ' <

2. The middle school program should focus on the “whole child” and encourage his
development in all areas: physical, social, intellectual, and emotional, :

3. The middle school program should adapt to the great differences in maturily,
learning slyles, and levels of abilily among children in the middle grades.
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# - 4. The middle school program should emphasize broad learning and exploration. ’
£ The program sh()uld avoid premature specialization or channelling of student
—. interests. .

. The middle school program should focus on the continued deve vpient-of basic
skills and critical thinking and learning skills. There should be less emphasis on
the acquisition of specific information in the content areas.’

N 'I"hé middle school program should emphasize integration of inforapation within
and across subject areas. ! . ‘

. The middle school program should be distinctive from other levels of education;
“and provide a smooth transition from the self-contained elementary classroom to
the more complex environment of the senior high.

. The middle school programshould recognize the increased sophistication of
today’s children, yet avoid placing them in social situations for which they are
- not ready. . . »

“In fact, however, very little about the idea of a middle school actually requires a
change in label or in grade:structures and facilities” An alert and informed junior, -
high or K-8 faculty can make changes in pedagogy and in interpersonal climates
without a change in grade organization. (See Gruhn, 1960, for a defense of the
juni?‘ high; see Jones, 1981, for advocacy of the K-8 model.)'Still, the change in
nanfc and grade structure is often a starting point for changes in policy and
practice. At several of thie new middle schools in our study, administrators frankly
admitted that without being able to claim they were setting up something\nev\?, they -

would not have been able to make the changes that they did.

Y
Vs

To be sure, there are many cases in which no deep program changes ﬂe intended, |
and where the labelling and grade changes are mere acts of convenience to meet
exogenous conditions. For example, middle schools are fequently established in
response to desegregation orders; this was the case in some of the schools in our
study. In extensive black areas of de facto housing segregalion, the desegregation of
elementary schools may be almost impossible. However, théelder children from
such areas may be able to travel to.more distant schools. Thus, in 1965 New York
City arinounced its intent to move from a 6-3-3 grade organization to a 5-3-4
organization. In still other instances, openings of middle schools are responses to
overcrowded or underutilized facilities (Curtis, 1966, provides a more detailed-

#  discussion), or to such shortcomings of junior high schools as victimization and

4 violence to both students and faculty (see Gottfredson and Daiger, 1979, and NIE,

B 1977, for more full treatment of these problems in junior high schools). The point is

| " that the advent of a middle school in some cases involves little more than the
movement of children and a change in the sign on the front of the building. (Also
see Schoo, 1974; Gatswirth, 1966; Johnson, 1963; for a collection of relevant articles
see Barneti, Handel, and Weser, 1968; for a look into the future, see George, 1981.)

A A recent book by Alexander and George (1981) suggests that the middle schoo]
movement is still alive and well, citing a vast increase in the number of operating

| " "middle schools between the late 1960s and late 1970s and the establishment of the
National Middle School Association as well as many state and local associations.
Slowness of progress i not in the numbers of middle schools, but in the -

11
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development of their instructional programs, a conclusion supported by our
research. We also came independently to another of their conclusions: the greatest
program need is for trained personnel who are committed to the education of this
particular age group, a problem which keeps many supposed middle schools all too
close to the junior high model. -~ . . :

o

} c -
as \

Middle Schools in Our Study -

4

Our study included-twelve new middie school programs:' observed in various stages .
of the decision making, planning, and implementation process. The schools were
identified by making a series of phone calls to state and local education agencies

and asking if they knew of recent or planned conversions to middle schools. Over
sixty schools in forty districts were identified and the districts contacted to
determine their ‘willingness to participate in the study. Twelve schools in seven”
districts were then selected, based on their wijllingness to participate, their reasons
for making the shift, and the timing of implementation: Spécifically, we chiose no
schools more than two years into implementation, and several which were still in

the planning stage. . .

IS A T e AP ER BT SRS R e AR T R TR i S AN

All seven districts were visited in the fall and winter of 1980-81 to capture the
decision making and planning processes and — for districts that had-already
implemented — to study the first severa]l months of implementation in the new
schools. Districts that had not yet implemented in 1980-81 were visited again in the
fall and winter of 1981-82 to study implementation of the'new programs after they -
Jhad had at least two months to settle in. S

5T T A 2 T DAy e 2R

Geographically dispersed, the twelve schools were found in rural and suburban .
New England, urban and suburban Mid-Atlantic Inc tions, and urban and suburban
midwestern sites. Most had had little or no prior exnerience with implementing
major change programs at the district or school lcvei, and with two exceptions,
represented changes from districts with a standard 6-3-3 grade organizatic:.al
pattern. The exgeptions were interesting hodgepndges of grade organizations: K-2,
3-5, K-8, 7-9, 10-12, and 9-12 coexisting in the sume districts, with predictable
problems in curriculum scope and sequence to add complexity to the change |
process.

. Relations between the schools and their €ommunities were generally good, although
in the midwestern sites, the schools were closely scrutinized, by the Moral Majority,
which happened to be strong in bott of the communities studied. The new mid-lle
schools ran theSgamut of 5-8, 6-8, und 7-8-grade organization patterns, and were
located in the full range from low SES black,neighborhoods to very affluent white
professional bedroom communities. One disfrict was under Federal court
desegregation orders. ' - : o
Exhibit 1 provides brief descriptions of the twelve sites. We will provide additional
descriptive vignettes as we move through the rest of this volume. These will be

‘included to illustrate the activities involved in movinglfrom the initial decision

1z
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Decision M[aking
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!

through the implementation phase. They will also illuminate the often interesting
ouicomes of these activities, giving special attention to some of the snags and
pitfalls.

“
s

A Note on Methods

This inquiry was grounded upon the application of symbolic interaction theory to
the analysis of educational policy and practice. Middle schools emerge within '
policy contexts that are highly ambiguous. That is to say that decisions to
reorganize grades and to change programs of instruction are made within
frameworks of environmental uncertainty, overlapping and contending issues of
resource availability and use, and divergent definitions of underlying problems. As
Estes and Edmonds (1981, p. 81) have iioted, “In an ambiguous policy framework
the process becomes the policy outcome — that is, the outcome is generated in the
process, so that the policy is the process.” We will see in later chapters how the '
process determines the outcomes in-conversions to middle schools.

The symbolic interaction perspective emphasizes close attention to the emergence
of unexpected actions and interpretations. It examines “muitiple realities” within_
communities rather than some single purpose or uniforii consensus on policies: It~

relies on the legitimacy of observation and on the importance local actors them-

selves ascribe to events within their communities. Their ideas about what is
desirable educationally and.about what they think is possible or impossible -
comprise the base of our anal‘tysis. : - ' ‘

The topic of middle schoals, to our delight, emerged as an ideal topic to approach
in this way. The decision to convert to middle schools affects and draws upona
deeply felt host of issues — who shall go where.to school, who shall teach what and
how, what facilities will be used or eliminated, what resources should go toward the

“middle years, for. example. And yet, the vision of the middle school is flexible

enough to combine treatment of these issues in many ways. Many educational
change topics do not share these ramifying implicatjons... :

Our research was designed to address a number of questions relevant to the
decision making, planning, and implementation of the new middle schools, namely:

.

B . . - - . .

1. What was the original impetus to consider switching from junior high schools to
middle or intermediate schools?-, : : oo N

2. What individuals and/or groups participatedyin or attempted to inﬂgence the
decision? Why? With what impact, on what issues? : .

3. What digagreements existed? Were they resolved? If so, how? If not, why not?

4. What information was used to inform the final decision? Reports? District -
records? Expert advice? Law or legal precedent?

ST
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Demographic and Building Characteristics

t:Name - Reasons for Shift School Name Physical Plant and Grade Levels

1y ) District Setting to Middle Schools (pseudonym)  of New Middle School

od Very small, rural New England site % 1. obsoletefacilities Logswood New building, designed as 5-8 middle school
in logging and paper mill area ~ . ’ . .

K

Small New England city, primarily 1. utilization of facilities Burns East Renovated elementary school building, 6-8
blue-collar white population, growing . 2. education aims ’ .
Hispanic population 3. declining enrolhnents Burns West Renovated large old high school building. 6-¢
iter Small New England city, large young 1. utilization of facilitics Britewater Former junior high. 6-8
prolessional population 2, education aims
u Bedroom suburb of major Mid-Atlantic - 1. declining enrollments © Chapeau Former jumnior high. 6-8
city, mixed SES population 2. education aims R
v - v . e . . ’ l l . -
ort One of the great Mid-Atlantic port cities, 1. community concern overjproblems with  Bell Renovated junior high 7-9 {expected 1o move
large minority popitlation. . salety and disorder at juptior highs Highlands toward 6-8)
: 2. desegregation / :
/ Drywater Renovited elementary building now housing @
’ / ) K-3 elementary school and a 6-8 niiddle schoo!
Medium size, very conservative midwestern 1. declining (:nr()llm(:nl,z Bowlers Renotated elementary building, 7-8 -+
city with significant minority representation, 2, desegregation / : ‘
/ Jacob New building. designed as 7-8 middle school
/ , Mandelle Former junior high, 7-8
. N /‘ N .
4
ville Suburb of large midwestern city, includes 1. declining enrollfuents - ' Northern Former junior high, 6-8 .
both industrial arcas and farmland . R -
. 0 N N B v . v
' ) : Old Line Former junior high. 6-8
-~ N * .
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5. What influence, if any, did the original impetus have on the fina! decision? _

inaabnr

6. What waé the final decision? How much detail and direction for planning and -
implementation were included? What decisions, if any, were made regarding
facilities? What decisions were made regarding selection of administrators and
staff? What considerations were given to cost?

T

'7. What were the reactions to the final decision é‘mong the various individuals _ _
and/or g]roups',,yvho had participated in the decision making proceéss or who were -
likely to'be affected by it? : T

o |
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Planuing 11

1. Who was involved in the actual planning, and how did they interpret their
responsipilities? Was the interpretalion consistent with the directions provided
by the board? : ,

. What resources were (a) sought and (b) utilized by the planners? Which ones -
were the most important? Least important? .

. Were thepretical/pedagogical perspectives. that is, assumptions about youth and
effective or appropriate teaching strategies, explicitly considered? Which were
accepted and which were rejected, and -why? :

4. What plans were actually developed? Did they require formal approval? Were
“specific géals and objectives identified? i :

. Were provisions made for introducing the plansv_to'fﬂ’é’iﬁﬁé‘r‘s’"ij:ﬁhé“s’l‘éi’ff‘zfﬂ'd"”""‘
parents who were not involved in the planning? What were their reactions to

these plans?\n ,
. W[:qs all planhning done by the same group? If not, what were the responsibilities
f

ofdeach group and how were they coordinated, if at all?

\\\ .
Implementation

1, What did the new schools actually look like in terms of staff, students, and
programs? : '

. What problems were encountered in implementing the original plan, and what -
modifications, if any, were necessary? )

. Were the faculty, administratérs, and students satisfied? What problems did they
identify? _ '
4. What provisions, if any, were made for monitoring first year activities?

-

Stated most briefly, the data collection and analysis used in this study involved the -
development of twelve case studies which were longitudinal in nature. That is, the
focus of the data collection was on the nature and content of the decision making
and planning protesses in the school districts under study, as well as on the actual
implementation of the new organization and programs. In general, data collection

4 occurred through the use of focused but unstructured face-to-face interviews with a

|\ variety of respondents. Respondents included representatives of such interest

il \groupssas the superintendent or assistant superintendent, members of the school .
board, principals, teachers, parents, and members of any decision making or '

10 . AN
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planning committee associated with the changeover. If the change involved the
construction or serious renovation of physical plants we also interviewed city or
town hall officials. )
Access to sensitive on-site information was facilitated by our emphasis upon cross-
site rather *han single-site analysis. This helped us to assure, all districts of
confideniiality. In our experience, it is very difficult to make a case study entirely
confidential, but it is relatively easy to do so in a cross-site analysis, even with brief
1llustral1ve vignettes.
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Introduction
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This report would make little sense to most readers withoul a chapler on what a
middle school is supposed (o comprise, according lo the educators whose best
thinking has built the foundation for the middle school movement. This chapter,
then, summarizes the pedagogical design features as concisely as possible.

We use Lthe lerm “fealures” o refer to the fact that while the elements are
interrelated, they are also detachable in a way that fits the consumer markeling
.process in America. A local planning tcam looks over the showroom and chooses
the basic model along with anywhere_from none to a dozen oplional features.
“Design” relers lo the properties'themselves — multi-age grouping, for example, or
.formation of planning teams among teachers. “Pedagogy” refers lo the strong
empbhasis, in most advocacy for middle schools, on the idea that the features are
expressly designed o alfect the (reatment of early adolescent learners. By analogy,
if this were a matter of architeciural design, middle school advocates would stress
that the form is meant to enhance the growth of young adolescents. The pedagogy
of middle school design extends well beyond the curriculum and the programs of
instruction, as we shall show.
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.-Fhe Basic Model

A middle school is a selling where early adolescent students ages 10 to 14 are .
enrolled. The grades spanned. by the middle school may be 5-8, 6-8, or 7-8, and the
designers cuslomarily define it as covering no more than five grades and as usually
including grades 6 and 7. A middle school may be housed in a K-8 facilily, a junior
high facilily, or even a 7-12 high school facilily, bul its basic fealure is a program
aimed al meeting the developmental needs and inlerests of this special age group.
The aim ol a middle school program is not simply to exlend the elemenlary years,
nor is it merely lo prepare preadolescents for high school. ’

The issue of designing a program especially for early adolescents is mosl oflen
treated not in"terms of curriculum theory, but as a maller of teacher team
formation. Although this varies across districts, the basic model involves the
organization of leams of teachers including one English, one social studies, one
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Reorganizing the Middle Grades

science, and one mathematics teacher per team. Each team is assigned to teach
from 90 to 125 students in orie grade level for four periods a day, five days a week.
The team is expected to stay within curriculum guidelines set by the district but
may vary the ways of teaching to fit the team’s predilections and the cluster of
students. v -

Organization of teachers into interdisciplinary teams is central to the primary goal
of the middle school: providing a program that ties elementary and high school
together in a more smooth and continuous way. In the elementary school with its
sell-contained classrooms, each teacher works with«a single group of students,
planning and managing the group’s instructiznal program in all subjects all alone.
At the high school, teachers rarely develop such relationships with their students,
and substantive sophistication of knowledge at that level makes it difficult to cross
disciplinary lines. ‘

.Tio_smooth the passage between elementary and high school, while providing a

unique learning experience for early adolescents, the middle school is comprised of
interdisciplinary teams of teachers. The teachers oh“the‘tefa{ﬁs""_'shérc' the
responsibility for planning, instruction, and evaluating stu‘djent progress in more
than one academic area, to the same group of students on the same schedule.
Teachers on the teams are usually located close together injone area of the school
building. However, the emphasis here is on interdisciplinary team organization:
interdisciplinary team teaching is quite another, and much rarer, matter,

“There are many obvious advantages to such teain organization. The combined

knowledge and abilities of the members theoretically-enable-educational planning of
all kinds, while simultaneously providing intellectual stimulation to the teachers. It
can also minimize the amount of damage done by less skillful faculty and provide a
more balanced, holistic assessment of each pupil's progress.

There are problems, however. Team planning time and space are essential, and this
may tighten the noose on scheduiing. Interdisciplinary team organization takes
more teacher time because individual teachers require the usual amount of time for
their own efforts, plus whatever additional time team activities require. Teams also
need some autonomy, and skills in planning and communication. Teachers who
cannot plan as a group simply will not do it. Some teachers will find the
interpersonal dynamics of cooperative team functioning beyond their ability and the
entire experience will be harrowing and painful. For these reasons, staff
development with prospective middle school teachers is essential, particularly for
those coming from years of junior or senior high experience.

I Exploratory CourSes

The characteristic exploratory courses of junior high schools have long been art,
music, home economics; and industrial arts. These are called exploratory for two
reasons: to distinguish them from the more formally demanding courses in high
school and to denote the worth of giving young adolescents a chance to try out their
interests by sampling these fields. Even the basic middle grade program tends to.
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continue this feature from the junior high tradition, and some districts enlarge and
improve on it. Many put foreign language instruction under this rubric, while
others add business education, career education, speech and drama, and physical
education. Many elective options may now be included as required courses under
the exploratory element. ’

Required ,exp‘lloratory courses-may lead to problems, es‘pecially in middle schools
that stress the basic academic teams.heavily. We saw six middle schools where the
exploratory faculty had been lumped together rather than assigned to teams. The

exploratory teachers were therefore left feeling segregated from the team-based

mainstream of faculty life. Exploratory courses suffer from other design drawbacks
as well. For example, foreign language teachers may find their classes filled with
reluctant learners, as every student is now supposed to be “exposed” to a foreign

“language. Moreover, the scheduling of exploratory courses is often subordinated to". .

the teams. In one of our schools, for example, a shop teacher felt drained by havmg

o . to teach the same lesson flfteen times a week.

The middle school advocates lmagme the exploratory options as crucial, not
incidental to their pedagogy. These courses are supposed to enrich and enliven the
curriculum, and the vision aims. at providing more special learning opportunities
for larger numbers of students. Two forces work-against this, we found: the stress
on low-budget basics tends to diminish rather.than expand exploratory opportuni-

. ties; and the former junior high teachers of shop, music, and art, many of whom-

took their joy from ninth grade classes, now come to feel like service course drones
who yearn to follow ninth graders to the high school,

Activities

Another common design feature is special interest activities. By design,Athes-e are
supposed to be expressions of teacher and student interests. Students might ask to

try guitar playing, for example, and a guitar-playing teacher will structure this a bit

and then engage two hours a week in informal sharing of the activity. The activities
can be drawn from hobbies, arts and crafts, board or card games, play, physical
competition, or speech and drama, to name a few. In design theory, activity periods
are intended to set aside grading and testing, to encourage student planning and.
leadership, and to encourage mmglmg across clusters and grade levels in the best
sense of open education.-

The problem with the activity periods is that teachers play them down: we did not.
see a single instance>where teachers made very much out ofthese periods. At their

lowest level, the activities would be called Reading and consist of forty-five minutes

of sitting quietly, looking at or even silently reading books. or magazines students
carried with them. Many teachers regarded these as “decompression periods” after a
busy day. One teacher showed his slides from a'trip to Alaska.

The cause of the problem seems to be that, in practice; the basic teams and the
required exploratory courses consume-the thirty hour school week and press

20




Reorganizing the Middle Grades

0, £ R R R PN SRS T A R MR BN SRR RN

I

1 i S AR e BTSN Besa .

ST R R

"seem lo know how to achieve it. There are both structural and attitudinal reasons

aclivities into the cracks and corners.that remain. No doubt some exemplary middle
schools find ways to balance this option effectively, but we did not find teachers
who were enthusiaslic about it.

Curriculum Integration o o

Junior high schonls tradilionally organize into departmentlal faculties based on
disciplines. As departmental boundaries harden over lime, content and skill
integralion become difficull to arrange and co-teaching across fields is possible but
rare. One of the aims of middle school designers has been to reorganize in ways
that will oplimize integration, in the belief that this is appropriate-for the cognitive
needs of carly adolescents.

-~

There are two theoretical variations on this option. In one, the aim is to build an

" integrated core curriculum. Here, all students would move — often the hope is for

individualized pace of learning — through a spiralling sequence of units in which
the interdependence of the areas is experienced again and again. An exploratory
course in melalwork would become an occasion for blending skills from mathe-
matics, science, and drafting, for example. Unils in social studies would embrace.

* readings from English and projects using measurement and scienlific inquiry -
‘methods. '

In the second variation, individual teams would collaborate on units so that English
and social studies are combined in one unit and math and science in another; or
physical educators would collaborate in unifying health education with life science
or exercise with the dramatic arts. This approach is closer to the best of elementary
school praclice, where teachers often experiment in this way.

Like other components of the complete middle school design, curricular integration
has a_problem associated with its implementation: relatively few school systems

for this. Structurally, the legacy of departmental organization handed down from
junior high schools is difficult to shake off. For example, several of the middle
schools we studied retained organization by academic department for all grade
levels. One 5-8 middle school used self-contained instruction in the lower grades, -
but teams and passing between rooms in the upper grades. Understandably, the

,' " blocked (rather than integrated) curriculum and departmentaiized organizational -

structure reflect and reinforce each other.

The attitudinal dimension is also compelling for at least two reasons. First, in the
frequent case where the middle school faculty includes former junior and, ’
occasionally, senior high teachers, we often found these teachers very concerned
about dilution of their academic specialty in the new program. Thus, the idea of
curricular integration raises old professional anxieties. The second reason is related
to the first and lies in the-short shrift given to inservice training of teachers prior to
implementation. Consequently, though teachers in our schools were grouped into _
interdisciplinary teams and usually given the flexibility (if not the mandate) to
integrate their substantive areas, most of them simply did not know how to do it
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and had no one to tell them. In their team planning meetings, they studiously -
ignored matters of curriculum and teaching methodology.

Discipline

“In the junior high school, discipline was éssigned to a dean of students or a vice

principal. Faculty participated through classroom management of rules of conduct,.
but violators were usually sent to see the dean. Suspension and expulsion were
common penalties; By the late 1960s, student unrest and countercultural styles had
moved downward in age from college to high school and had begun to make a.
shambles out of this relatively thin and attenuated line of defense in thousands of

: ~ junior high schools.

Middle school theorists assume that a well organized school with effective
instructional programs generates a climate in which “negative affect” and -
misconduct tend to become rare. Parents and administrators who worry about the

‘erosion of adult authority and the dangers of adolescence do not settle for this
.assumption, however. ‘

The basic team model radically changes.the conditions for exercise of adult controls
over student eonduct. A team of teachers comes to know its cluster of 100 students
very well. It has daily planning time in which to match notes on students.
Allegations about “problem behavior” are raised and tested. In some teams, acard
file is kept and notes are made on record cards as a check system. Often, teams
develop and post rules of conduct on their classroom walls. Teams can call in
parents for conferences and meet with them as a team, rather than one-on-one.

V Although suépenéion is generally supplanted by in-school detention or other }ess :

exclusionary measures, the middle school can still become as controlled a
disciplinary milieu as the teachers desire. Without exception, our sample of twelve
middle schools were observably quiet, safe, and socially very controlled settings.
While not denigrating this achievement — which is certainly preferable to the
“blackboard jungle” stereotype of some junior high schools, we are disturbed by the
likelihood that in some settings opportunities for social control could be misused

H . and permit little or no deviation from certain narrowly defined values, viewpoints,

and behavior. This need not be the case, of course, wherever teachers (with parental -
acceptance) choose a less controlling approach. But our aim here is to point out that
school boards, parents, and administrators are quick to see the middle school as a '
mode of organizing to accomplish whatever level of control over conduct they
desire.

Teachers-as-Advisors

Among advocates-a middle school is not authentic unless it includes the feature of
teachers-as-advisors. The theory is that every young adolescent needs to have a
relationship with at least one concerned, understanding adult in the school who
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knows her well and who offers guidahce. Usually, guidance counselors are kept in
the staff design while teachers share in their.function through advisor-advisee
sessions built into the schedule. -

ORI ARE TSN I S

- Although we know of many middle schools where .thi's feature is a capstone of the
design, we found it practiced in only one of our twelve sites. We saw its ascribed
importance and we ‘also saw schools where it had been planned and then dropped

- later on. - L : C S

LT AT BT

The problem with implementing teachers-as-advisors has at least three aspects. One
is that team teachers become, if anything, overly familiar with their students in a -~
term.and the advisor concept tends to'become redundant, particularly in-schools

- with fewer.than about 800 students. A second reason is that, in the Midwest. at

~ ‘least, some local Moral Majority groups have protested the feature on the grounds
that teachers may preempt the parental role and because advising deals with'ethic-
_religious beliefs at'some levels. A third reason is that middle school téachers in a

" district coping with scarce resources are apt to be overworked and to resist
extending their responsibility. Even Alexander and George (1981), for all of their = -

e

“enthusiasm for the feature, remark: - 3

(i RTATF A G R RS S A AT T

.“The advisor-advisee program is possibly the most attractive part of the entire middle
school concept, but it seems to be the mast difficult thing to implement successfully. . . .
Many middle schools have begun with such programs only to find the idea scrapped after

_a year, sometimes in several monthg or even weeks. (p. 104) o -

‘a

Block Scheduling

| - Elementary schools tend to operate through large amounts of time spent under one

teacher in .a sell-contained classroom. Comprehensive high schools, in contrast, .

operate on complex modular schedules which move students about a great deal and

which enable the fitting of at least eleven diverse fields of study into a thirty-five
period week. The ideal of the middle school is to facilitate a smooth transition
between these two ways of managing time and school space. The ideal may be

1 achieved in a variety of ways, but team teachers should have the ability to alter

their share of the daily time frame in order'to suit their planning. .

Great ingenuity has been expended on scheduling middle school operations, and the
craft has been elevated to a science entailing computer applications, always witha
view to serving the ideals cited above. The realization of the importance in learning
of “time on task,” namely, that there is a measurable effect in basic skill areas.
between amounts of time expended in classrooms on group instructional interaction
and achievement levels, has combined in middle schools with a sense that time
frames can be controlled at will, to generate astonishing varieties of scheduling.

Some of these have comical side effects. At one of our sites, only the principal’s
office retained a master set of student schedules, and five months into the school
year we witnessed confused students who popped in to ask the school secretary

L]
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H - curricular athletics and social events.sometimés help. Middle schools, according to

: . o
Design Features of the Middle School

" planners seek.

" two to five teachers in one individually arranged encounter. We saw plentiful -

1 Other arrangements become much less widely exercised, although they are known ]

' 4 \

\
] . ’ W
y
where they. were “supposed to be” next. At another school, the assistant principal ) -
posted the day on each entry door because a six day rather than a five day cycle S

was used. Hencé, students could arrive on a Monday morning and see from the’
posting that it was now “Day 4" in the cycle. At others, students stayed in one room

" for four hours of six every.day while the teachers zipped about, some of them

pushing grocery carts\pf materials because the schedule was such as to prevent
them from working.at dhy one desk for a morning or an afternoon.
. . ) . s
Scheduling becomes. variegated and complex in most middle schools because of the
interplay between space, logistics, fields, and diagnostic refinements of student
needs. The principal must be a skilled planner of time and space uses in order to
achieve the balance between daily stability anid variety that fits the developmental
needs of early adolescents. : / : .

Tke problem with block scheduling is that many of the middle school facilities in
our study were not built for sophisticated forms of time management. Many are
former elementary plants, built like egg crates and meant to emphasize closed, self-
contained classrooms. Many others are converted junior highs, where rooms were
clustered by fields and now must be used by multi-field teams. The theorists believe

that through lots of planning and staff development, scheduling is a topl that can be

used to surmount these prablems of inappropriate space and equipment layouts.

Our field observations suggest to us that this overstates the case and that scheduling

‘can become so adaptively inventive as to create a kind of mechanical beehive of

timed movement. Exploratory courses seem especially vulnerable to this strain, as
they are fitted into the cracks and corners of the master schedule. We also'did not
see a single middle school where the ambience was relaxéd. Instead, the regimen of
“getting through the schedule” seemed to work againstthe very balance that

|

Parent Participation

Conventionally, ‘parent participation in American public eduqation‘i's stronges? in’
grades K-5 or K-6 and weakens steadily thereafter. Many junior high schools are
not organized to respond to or to stimulate parent participation, although their co-

their advocates, are intended to remedy this condition. Parents are encouraged to

take part in'planning and, in many districts, mechanisms for expanding parent par-
ticipation after implementation are emphasized. The clearest example of this comes .
out of the teacher team conference provision, which enables parents to talk to from

evidence that this works and that parents like it. The social control feature also
creates a safe, modulated behavior setting that most°parents prefer. - Ty

to all middle school practitioners. Activity programs, for ex_ample,- may draw on

?

o
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parents as speakers or skill sharers. Parents may also volunteer in offices, libraries,
and even classrooms. Parent advisory commitlees are an option used by some
districts to give boards and administrations a firm coalition with whole neighbor-
hoods. Finally, some middle schools draw on parents to help with career explora-

tiqns of wqrk settings, and with field trips.

AR

RIS

By extending downward in age to include 10 and 11 year olds, the middle school in-
creases the likeljhood of parental interest. A favorite topic-among parents and some
teachers we interviewed was how the middle school can “preserve the innocence of
pre-teens.” Many parents like the absence of precocity in sex :oles and in “displays
of false sophistication” they believe are learned from ninth graders. Parents of this
persuasion enjoy visiting and volunteering in the middle schools.
' : v / .
There seem to be two problems associated with pareptal participation in-middle
schools. Many teacliers, perhaps uncomfortable with parents after years of unpleas-
_ant encounters in junior high schools, still regard parent conferences as encounters
with “the enemy.” For these faculty, the fact that they may be joined in these en-
counters by.their teaching team colleagues, the guidance counselor, and the assis-
tant principal, changing the parent-teacher meeting into a parent-team meeting, is a
welcome relief. : :
The second ppoblem was candidly identified by one of the principals we interview-
ed. When parents actively participate in classroom settings they get to observe a
sometimes embarrassing range of teacher competence.” The result is invidious com-
parisons made in conversations with other parents, leading to subsequent
arguments with the principal when.their children are later assigned to the less
stellar teachers’ classes. C , L '

‘Events

—

’

The middle school philosophy questions the worth of conventiona! junior high

school activities for 10 to 15 year olds. Advocates are particularly negative toward
interscholastic sports competition, cheerleading, and dances of the kind where |
paired couples attend as dates. Intramurals, physical skill development, and dancing
as a skill activity are highly valued, however. '

With the exception of physical education, which is often treated as part of the re- -,
quired exploratory coursework, these activities are options adopted or rejected from
district to district. We saw schools where the conventional events had been con-
sciously deleted and' where nothing was substituted. Dances had dropped away
universally, but we think this had more to do with changing youth customs than
with adult policies. ) , ' . : S

In theory, a middle school is intended to be a setting where early adolescent unity
and cooperation are developed through inventive, shared activities. A team may
sprout a name, and T-shirts may be made for all team members to wear. Teams
devise logos and slogans, too. Teams share in planning field trips and these includ9

25 .
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recrealive play or'advcnlurc not just travel, to museums or points of cultural 1mpor- '

“tance. Members of teams may play tournaments involving mathematics, puzzles,
and quizzes. These are specially deviscd to require intra-group cooperation rather
than individual competition. Some of the tournaments (,mphasl/o peer leachmg
rather than ddull supervision.

e [

Unlike junior highs, middle schools aim lo prevent clique stratifications based on

the triad oi athletic powers, socidl popularily, and academic giftedness. The aim is

to create as inclusive and mutually welcoming a sludent community as possible.

Parental resislance to dropping the “slar. syslem” may-run high, however. There is

also some organizational strain between realization of this aim and the elaborate
management of the si: hour day. We saw schools thal ran their‘inlramurals al seven -~ -
o'clock in the 'morning because nothing else in the schedule would give way. The

schgols in our sam; . at least, tended.to operate with a near-zero co-curricular and

extracurriestar pat”’ 1.
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Report Cérds \ | .

.No practice is more universal in public education than the use of student grade
report cards sent periodically lo parents. The most common parental assumption is
that the report will compare the performance of each learnerwith the group by
field of study. Other evaluations of such things as social conduct, effort attendance,
_and progress are nearly as commonly expected.
Middle schools are places where report cards begin to take on an added importance
for parents. The issue of what kind of high school future to plan for their children
‘begins lo crystallize. More than this, the developmental process begins to have *
cumulative effects that are not noted earlier: differences belween students in size,
maturity, cognilive abilities and styles, and social dispositions become much more "
obvious. Parents worry about these apparent differences and some students go into
short-term shock over their implications.

4 .

Many middle school administrators therefore try. to innovate ways to report.on

progress which will improve on the ancient mode of comparison with the group —

a groupithat no longer has a “meaningful” average performance in-it because of :
developmental disparities. The favored alternatives are criterion-referenced evalua-

tion, where a minimum standard is set and achievement is marked as 100 percent

when the standard ‘s met and progress reportmg ~where the child’s “personal best”
becomes a standard . /
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_There is one problem that tend$ to emerge from this attempt to go beyond ancient
" customs: leachers take the brunt, of the resulting labor. In some districts, report

5 ) 1 Y R

. ‘). preparatlon labors are added to already subsfantial burdens of discipline, daily plan-
- ning, teamwork, and advising. There is somethmg in the middle school concept that
has a bit of the legend of the Sorcerers Apprentice to it, and the teachers are the
> apprentices. M ) A
L 21 . ‘ - . . 1"
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GroupingMidd_le' School Students

In most-middle schools, students are grouped conventionally, that is, by age. One or
more teacher teams are created for each resulting grade, such that a teacher is part

‘of a Sixth Grade-Basic Skills Team, for example. The customary expectations about

this are so deep in the national culture that few districts dare to change it.

This practice is pedagogically contradictory to the developmental foundations on
which middle school advocacy is based, however. If designers could have their way
(and on this feature they usually do not) they would group students by age ranges

__combined with learning levels. For example, such developmental grouping might

put 9 to 11 year olds in the fifth to sixth ‘grade team, with some 11 year olds in the

_ 11 to 13 year old, sixth to seventh grade team, and so on. —

o

Another alternative, one even less frequent than developmental grodpings, however,

_is called multi-age grouping. It i$ akin to the former but exploits the team arrange-

ment so that each student remains on the same 100 student-team for the full three
to four years pf tenure at the school. In this’ way, the teachers can vary what is
taught to what subgroups, thereby individudlizing instruction in a deep sense, while
the-group does not face grade promotion issues. The teachers work to bring every

- student up to or beyond minimum standard by the time of movement“into high

school?

| The grouping issue involves more than these options, moreover. Middle school

designers like to use the house plan in large schdols, for example, so that several
teams wil! belong to one house. They may also design a school-within-a-school,
which is the house plan written so that individual houses are nearly self-sufficient,
with their own guidance counselors, exploratory teachers, etc.

Problems with groupings atise, particularly in'small schools, when students are
stratified by ability levels. In small schools there. may be only one of each ability
‘group at any given grade level — that is to say, only one remedial group, one
regular group, ete. In such instanges tracking can and does become a problem. For
example, a student may need remédijal math but function at grade level in ether
courses. This student may be placedin_the remedial group and required to tak
remedial reading, language, and science courses he does not need, with predictable

" -~

low progress and, perhaps, stigma. _ A

'Design Limitations R

i

" In our opinion as educational researchers, the design features and- options of the

s34 erhanl mavermnent renresent a ereater source -of pedagogical innovation than



Design Features of the Middle Schoot

tive casualties incurred during preadolescence are legion and-have consequences
that ramify well into adulthood. If one puts the complete middle school design
potential on top of a structure th:: begins with the best of contemporary early
childhood instruction and the best of primary level approaches to the basics, one
can imagine a vertical program of quite extraordinary superiority to more tradi-
tional programs of the 1900 tc 1960 era. : :

As we have tried to indicate, the ideal middle school design tries diligently to
ground its pedagogy upon the great advances made in tested knowledge about
human development. It sets in motion a series of mechanisms for dignifying the
middle grade years, and suggests a need for preparing staff explicitly for this age
g: oup, for reconnecting the school to the community of parents, and for
ameliorating the downside effects of being 12 years old in a scciety that makes this
a time of highly stressful transition. ; '

As Arnold (1982) noted in his review of middle school implementation results,
however: - '

Virtually anyone who has visited a cross section of middle schools is forced to conclude
that innovation is largely confined to organizational change and rhetoric; there has been
little substantive reform. Once inside the classroom, the observor:all too often encounters
‘Egypt-and-flax’ curriculum, strictly expository teaching, and, alas; stacks of ditto sheets.
Moreover, middle school students tend to score no higher on measures of academic
?chievement, self-concept, and enjoyment of school than do students in junior high schools.
p. 453) - . ' .

We explore some of the reasons behind this disheartening conclusion in subsequent

chapters. Here, we bring up Arnold’s judgment because it parallels our research ex-

perience so exactly and because we want to consider what local pedagogical design -
flaws may contribute to this paradoxical gap between the apparent potential and the
observed actual. :

The-main flaw does not lie, in our opinion\ in the weakness of curriculum
resources. The middle school literature abotinds with jextremely valuable and tested
alternatives to “Egypt and flax,” the curricularist’s shorthand for boring; outdated,
and vapid teaching based on guides prepared in 1930. We have pointed out some

| strains between design features as-we have gone along in this chapter, a major one

1 - being the number of demands placed on teachers in an over-busy, over-planned
schedule of programs. These are not very serious even when combined, however.
We have seen middle schools where gifted principals iron out these wrinkles with
ease ‘over a period of a year or two. S

One strain we have not examined merits' much deeper study, and that is one that
comes up out of the psycho-developmental foundation itself. For example, Epstein
and Toepfer's (1978) review of brain growth data led them to recommend that: | -~

. | ... middle school programs must: (a) discontinue the mass introduction of novel cognitive -
skills to middle grade students who do not have such readiness; (b) present new cognitive
information at the existing 515!” level of students; and (c) work to mature. existing cognitive
skills of middle grade learners Vo

\
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Much of the research evidence they review suggests, when put more plainly, that
most 10 to 14 year olds are at comparatively low cognitive ebb as iheir brain enters
a stage preparatory to a high growth spurt in the period from ages 15 to 18. If one .
adds to this the evidence from studies of social and emotional growth, there arises
the possibility that instruction will have to undergo a virtual revolution in content
and form if it is to be fitted to the real trends of pre- and early adolescence. .
. &
Educators remain divided on the Epstein hyr~thesis. Some think that Epstein and ‘
Toepfer have sounded an urgent call for a dc . revision in approach, while others \
think that cognition itself, while it reflects developmental stages, is seamlessly

. similar from about age 8 through adulthood.

‘We do not know enough yet, we suspect, to be able to design a school on human
developmental premises. This does not mean that the attempt should be abandoned
— only that the gap between the goal statements of the middle school movement
and the applicable knowledge base ought to be acknowledged. There is a danger
that in continuing the hyperbole of aims, advocates may undermine teacher and -
parent support over the long term by seeming to claim far more than can be
delivered. ) :

An even more difficult question in the sociology of education is posed by the uncer-
tainty about the precise nature of preadolescent cognitive and affective growth.
Where the scientific evidence is fairly solid, it may well contradict deep, longstand-
-ing adult cultural assumptions about this stage of childhood. We picked up many
clues to this in the course of our field interviews. In some communities, for exams
ple, parents have objected to small group activities of students engaging in what
educators call “values clarification,” with some parents suspecting that teachers may
“secularize” their sons and daughters at the very age when religious and moral in-
doctrination becomes most intense. The New Testament, we recall, depicts Jesus at
the age of 12 years debating with the rabbis in the temple. Is this an age of question-
ing and of new conceptualization, or is it an age of consolidation of consciousness
about the beliefs already internalized?

Where parents and teachers are less reactive about middle school practices, they are
still — or so it seemed to us — investing in a cultural consensus about the way early
adolescence is “supposed to be.” As a result, the daily program of middle schools,
busy as it always is, stresses social compliance, group drill, and major amounts of
time on the tasks of the three R's plus a content-centered study .of science. Activity-
"based-and hands-on learning projects are still a very small part of the thirty. hour
week. Group teaching in classes of twenty-five students seated at desks, working on
learning a few new concepts while reviewing old ones and exercising cognitive
¢kills, continues to dominate the school day.

Neither the task content nor the prevalent forms of instruction appear to work
strategically with the powerful motivational and perceptual changes the students are
undergoing. This does not spring from a poverty of ideas in the middle school
literature, which has lifted the ceilings on how to work with young adolescents. It
may stem instead from the double paradox that the adult culture has not yet incor- -
» porated a changed view of early adolescence on the one side and has not clarified
the traditional view of itself on the other. .
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Conclusion

Critics of middle schools who suggest that the concept is little more than a new
label on the old schoolhouse door may have a point when it comes to current prac-
tices in many middle schools in America. But they are in error if their point is ap-
plied to the middle school design features themselves. These represent a concerted,
dynamic improvement over the K-8 and the junior high designs available before the
1960s. Goals and aims have been restated, curricular materials and approaches have
been revitalized and strengthened, and above all, the middle school designers have
advanced substantially the state of the art of organizing staff, time, facilities, and

programs in the service of early adolescent learners.

The design transformation is so profound and yet so fungible that it can be fitted in-
to any prevailing arrangement. It can be put.to good use in K-8 schools, junior high
schools, or in 7-12 preparatory schools. It can work in a host of diverse facilities;-
its features can be stripped down to basics or built up to luxury models or anything
in between. The fact that many public school districts adopt the basic model and
then minimize related changes from local tradition is part of the flexibility of the
design and should not be interpreted as a flaw. ‘

The features sometimes tend to outdistance the knowledge base about developmen-
tal stages, and the rhetoric about philosophy often seems to promise more than a
teaching staff can réasonably be expected to deliver. These are the marketing
aspects of school design ideas in this country, however, and designers unwilling to
advocate will be rewarded by neglect. - '

‘What we have found among the advocates is great sincerity of purpose, ingenuity in
experimentation, and associations whose members have persuaded local decision
makers to adopt at least the basic design. Why this,leads to less than optimal out-
comes in reforming the delivery of educational services in many districts is treated
in other chapters of this report. There are some flaws in the middle school designs,
buf they are quite minor compared to the shortcoming of slippages that develop
during decision making, planning, and implementation.

\




Forces Influencing Middle
Grade Reorganization

Introduction

The difference between the literatiire on middle schools and the community stories |
we collected was most striking in one respect. The literature is preoccupied with

the teaching and learning environment for early adolescerits, with -what we describ-
_ed before as “design solutions.” (For example, see Lipsitz, 1981; Thornburg, 1981;
Sproat, 1981; Clark and Clark, 1981.) School board members, parents, and district
central office administrators are familiar with parts of that literature, which has
been fairly well disseminated; but they do not explain their decision to convert to |
middle -schools in those terms. Instead, they explain the forces they think are work-""
ing on their school systems that impel changes.

Grade reorganization around middle schools has become an exceptionally attractive
option fitted to a very wide range of constituency needs and interests. It has for
many decision makers the appeal we associate with a Swiss Army knife: it promises
to serve a variety of purposes at relatively low cost. Indeed, in our communities, the
“middle school concept,” as so many people termed it, seems to have become a
“solution in search of problems.” Thus, at our sites and others,”middle schools may
have come up as an idea for desegregation, for managing declining enrollments,
and for optimizing the use of physical facilities. They were then defined as an op-
portunity to upgrade instruction, innovate in curficulum plans and materials,
retrain or redeploy staff, increase administrative efficiency, improve discipline, in-
crease citizen participation, and introduce evaluation or accountability procedures.

.

Desegregation | 4

il In the first decade after the Brown decision of 1954,"[[1(anges in state laws and court
| orders to desegregate were ‘concentrated overwhelmingly in the South, from Mary-
| land to Texas, and from South Carolina to Mississippi-and Louisiana. The
1 desegregative requirements there forced racially dual systems to unify in ways-that
Bl involved closing some facilities and enlarging others. Students and staff were con-
‘solidated and redistributed, but in most other respects the structures and traditions
" of systems were, for the short term at least, ‘left intact. E

. : . . : e ’
The more de facto arrangements in many northern systems did not get concerted
attention until after 1964. In these, grade restructuring became an early tool for -
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reducing racial isolation and remedying what some state boards and legislatures
came to call “racial imbalance.” Restructuring also reduced the coercive and man-
datory assignment imperatives that came rapidly to be’dubbed “forced busing.” In
New York in 1964, for example, State Education Commissioner James Allen had a
pane! of advisors prepare a plan for desegregating the public schools of New York
City. The New York City Board of Education adopted some of the proposals and

“evaded others.

One of the proposals that was adopted and later implemented was for intermediate
or-middle schools at the 6-8 grade level. A few had already been built with state’
funding and they seemed very promising. They pulled sixth graders out of racially
isolated elementary schools and consolidated them in new facilities located near
junctures of white, black, and Hispanic neighborhoods. They required moving ninth
graders out of segregated junior highs and into senior high schools that previously ~
hosted only tenth through twelfth graders. Thus, grade reorganization worked to
modify racial/ethnic compositions in schools at three levels. New York City was not
the-first place to try this approach, but it.was the largest and its changeover was
widely-advertised and discussed. - '

Responding to forces requiring racial equity was a major thbu'gh' not a sole source
ol action in three of our districts, representing seven of our twelve middle schools.
In Oz City, for example, the court had ordered desegregation in the mid-1950s. The

_court plan preserved the K-6, 7-9, 10-12 grade structure, however, and by 1975 the

system had become resegregated. It faced a new court battle and directives from the
U.S. Office of Civil Rights as well. Part of the resegregation was exacerbated by
declining enrollments caused by annual birth declines from 1968 to 1975.

<«
The Oz City board adopted the “middle out” strategy in 1976. It decided to change from the
old grade groupingsto a K-6, 7-8, 9-12 model; to close five of its nine junior highs; and to
consolidate all 7-8 graders-into four middle schools. Controversies flared so intensely over
the-new desegregation plan that the changeover Lo middle, schools was introduced piece-
meal and.arefully across a period of five years. Even the new nameplates on the four

" former junior highs were not unveiled until September 1930.

An alternative proposal to close one of Oz City's three high schools fueled the controversy
rather than dampened it, because the adults in this city form strong alumni contingents. A-
third proposal to create a single consolidated junior high similarly generated pockets of
reactive protest. “Middling out” became an ideally fitted solution. Plans were laid to close
the racially most isolated junior high buildings along with others in white neighborhoods,
- and the basis for a remedy sprang into view. o :
NN

©

The eastern city of Great Port has been a biracial settlement for more than 200 years. To-
day, it is 52 percent white and contains the vestiges of dual, separate, -black and white
. social structures, bottom-heavy with very low income families from both racial groups. /
= Suburbanization from 1947 to 1982 has moved at a pace that'will produce a majority black”
city by 1985. Great Port has retained its magnetic hold-on black middle and upper class ~
families from whose ranks it draws many of-its leaders, but since 1950 the racially. mixed
neighborhoods that once spanned Great Port have faded away. ‘
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- Great Port Public Schools (GPPS) desegregated in 1958, but with white outimovement to the

~suburbs and with the competition of a very lurge parochial school system, GPPS today is
78 percent black. The Office for Civil Rights directed GPPS to desegregate in 1973 and
monitored efforts to do so-at least until 1981. Court disputes continued threagh 1976, and
‘while policy outcomes were never made decisive, the pressure to desegregete “when and
wherever feasible” was intense. .

_GPPS is proud of its ability to plan, and Great Port is in fact one of the nation’s best
planned and most comprehensively redeveloped big cities. As part of long range urban
renewal, therefore, GPPS borrowed the middle school concept from some surrounding
districts and began to fit middle schools .into plans for ncw apartment and commercial
complexes.’ ' '

At the same time, white parents at one elementary school and black parents at another

* began to organize and lobby for middle schools.- They wanted to avoid two 7-9 junior
highs which were suffering from a collapse in discipline and academic programs alike.
Each purent group contained a member of the GPPS board of education. Through them,
and in times when dollars were not yet scarce, the parent groups proposed a plan to
renovate and re-equip.their elementary facilities, to “handpick” middle school principals
and teachers, and to dachieve improvements in student racial mixes at the same time.
Under the aegis of a newly appointed black superintendent, these plans were adopted.

Within four years, the popularity of this approach had begun to spread. In one nearly all-
white, affluent neighborhood, parents banded together to propose that GPPS acquire a
private academy that was going out of business and turn it into a middle school for their
children. Both the mayor and the superintendent rejected this proposal, but they promised
-a compromise. Within a yedr they began planning to convert a nearby, 90 percent black
junior high into a middle school of the kind the parents had urged. The plant was excellent
but the junior high had acquired a reputation as a “wild place” with misconduct and poor

* teaching. Similar proposals began to crop up elsewhere in.Great Port just when the urban
renewal sites were opened for middle school use.- S ‘

Great Port’s superintendent explained the development this way: the middle schools could .
be at least moderately desegregated, with reduced enrollments, higher retention of whites,
and.improved reputations grounded in biracial community support. The formula has been

" so popular, he reported, that “now everyone in Great Port wants middle schools, just when .
we can't afford the conversions.” :

Several of the schools in our study achieved desegregation aims. In particular, the
Jacob Middle School in Oz City and the Burns East Middle School not only were
able to overcome the problem of de facto segregation, but also managed to merge

highly hostile ethnic groups into relatively cohesive student bodiés.
: s

The strategy in establishing Jacob Middle School was particularly effective. This newly

_ built school for grades 7-9 is located in the poorer section of Oz City and serves three

“ distinct neighborhoods — one made up of white blue-collar workers, another inhabited by
poor blacks, and the third made up of unskilled Mexican Americans. Not surprisingly, rela-

_tions among the three groups were strained by strong feelings of suspicion, and “turf bat-
tles” were common. Prior to establishing the Jacob Middle School, three junior high schools
(grades 7-9) served this part of town. Only one was predominantly minority. The former
principal of one of the schools became principal at Jacob. One of his big challenges was to
‘iftegrate pupils from the three different communities, in which historic rivalries had often
led t6 trouble. The principal spent a lot of time before the school opened, talking to-
parents to smooth the entry. Other tactics included providing a Jacob Middle School T-shirt
for every student and working hard to get a subsidy for special physical education
uniforms, both aimed at instilling a group identity. The principal reported that the mix
“clicked” by the second day, and the few “gangbusters” who tried to stir up trouble were
controlled within a month. ' ' :
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Burns East Middle School was established by performing minimal renovation on an )
average size K-8 elementary school in a predominantly Spanish-speaking section of a blue-
collar New England city. The school traditionally had'the poorest academic reputation in
the city, and parents from other neighborhoods were reluctant to send their children to the
old elementary building, regardless of school system claims of a completely revamped pro-

gram. However, by redrawing attendance zones, the middle grade children who would
have all attended Burns East were divided between Burns East and a second new middle
school, Burns West, a short bus ride away. A substantially different staff and administra-
tion were ussigned to Burns East and the school's name changed to signify a completely
new institution with a new pregram. Though parents were initially skeptical of the new
school, heavy promotional work by the principal, a bilingual assistant principal, and a

- very: pro-middle school superintendent convinced them to take a chance. The new student
body closely reflects the ethnic composition of the larger community, and the melding
together has occurred without unpleasant incidents.

In the cases of Jacob and Burns East middle schools, the lesson seems to lie in the
importance of establishing a new and different identity for the school, in which
none of the factions to be integrated can assert possession-of the new turf. Feelings
of school spirit and pride then seem to develop naturally before ethriic or class’iden-
tities can assert themselves in the new school. (For more information on desegrega-
tion and middle schools, see Rosenfeld et al., 1981; Saint Louis Public Schools,
1981; Damico et al., 1981.) '
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When taken together our districts disclose the many ways in*which racial or ethnic
| desegregation goals invite the adoption of the middle school concept..Middle grade-
H reorganization can achieve far more than'a statistical balancing of student propor-
tions, although that is important, too. Adoption of the middle school concept can
help to ameliorate disputes over which-school facilities to close, especially insofar
as high schools create strong alumni bonds or elementary schools are targets of in-
tense neighborhood interest. Adoption of the middle school concept can upgrade a
school's reputation, making it more magnetic and retentive of all population groups
in the community. The more childlike student body and firm but unobtrusive con-
trols over disciplinary problems can restore public confidence at a time when inter-
racial fears may be intensifying. Locating the middle school on comparatively
neutral ground can promote.intergroup harmony. In many ways, then, the middle
school concept is an attractive option-for the achievement' of desegregation aims.

Managing Enrollment Decline
and Retrenchment

[

| Faced with the prospect of long-term decline in enrollments and revenues, school

] districts generally consider a predictable set of approaches to retrenchment. Closing
one or more facilities is almost invariably proposed, and neighborhood outcry is:

just as certain to occur. An important part of the problem seeins to be that the
decline occurs against a backdrop of twenty years of expansion of facilities, staff,
and programs. Developing a strategy for coping with the decline is complicated by
concurrent and rapid changes in levels and sources of fiscal support and in the
household structure and occupational mix of the public schools’ constituencies.
Growing taxpayer dissatisfaction and rising parental expectations about the delivery
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of educational services make retrenchment decisions especially difficult. In many

districts decline comes in the middle of major readjustments to racial and ethnic

composition of student bodies; in the midst of desegregation and the expansion of

compensatory and other special programs, these districts are especially vulnerable
to declining financial resources.

The impacts of decline may first appear as changes in class size and teacher/pupil
ratios; these are followed closely by school closings:and further reductions.in the

1 teaching force. Soon the pressures mount to reduce administrative staff and cut
special services and programs. Even while special services and programs in some
areas are being cut, legislatively mandated programs in other areas must béim="—""— "7
plemented. Similarly, the reduttions in teaching staff may excite tensions between
issues of equity and affirmative action on'the one hand-and union emphases on

- seniority on the other. -

Faced with this complex of pressures, it is not surprising that many districts have
hit upon grade reorganization as one partial solution to the design of retrenchment,
and as we will see later in this chapter, there are good reasons why the middle
grades are the most popular target for reorganization. Although fiscal retrénchment
is always difficult, the duration of the enrollment decline and the fact:that it is
.predictable five years in advance make it possible to do slow and careful planning
of a possible solution. Hence, there should be time to involve a broad array of”
actors in meaningful ways: : -

In seven of the twelve schools in our study, long-term decline in enrollment and
underutilization of facilities were identified as major issues motivating the shift to ,
middle schools. We will briefly describe some of our cases, including two in which

good use was made of the lead time, and another in which all the decision making

and planning were done at the last minute, with little input from many of the

affected role groups.. '

In Oz City, a 1970 enrollment projection predicted a ten year decline from approximately
26,000 to about 16,000 pupils. The central office recognized that some school buildings

would be underutilized and should eventually be closed. They also recognized that by mov-

ing from a K-6, 7-9, 10-12 to a K-6, 7-8, 9-12 grade pattern, substantial additional clos-

ings and attendant savings could be realized. As the idea of reorganizing the middle grades

took hold, the district administration recognized that this also provided the opportunity to :
revamp the very traditional junior high approach to educating the middle grades.

Anticipating full implementation of the reorganization in the 1980-81 schenl year, the
district established a broadly representative task force in 1976 with the responsibility for
planning and implementing-all aspects of the shijt. Over the next several years, seven of
the thirty-three elementary schools and seven of thirteen junior high schools were closed
or converted to five middie schools; one new middle school was constructed; and three
existing high schools were kept open but conyerted from 10~12 to 9-12 facilities.

Closings and conversions occurred gradually, preceded by extensive publicity and broad in-
volvement of affected groups — administrators, teachers, and parents — in planning. Much
effort was spent to promote the improved program and to provide inservice}[or teachers.

Resistance to closin§| a number of neighborhood schools was successfully defused, and
implementation of the reorganization proceeded smoothly. :
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1

.. Careful advance planning also typified the change process in Rurbanville. In 1977 Rurban-
" “ville hired a new superintendent, renowned for his ability to reorganize suburban districts.
-He was hired to manage a severe problem of enrollment decline — from a high of 22,500
to a low of 17,000 — but middle schools were not on the board agenda when he arrived. In
September 1980 h¢’closed eight of twenty-eight elementary schools, converted one of five
junior highs into a community adult educaticn center and the remainder into middle
schools. The three high schools received all ninth graders a{}d thus went to full capacity.

{gr two years before the reorganization, the superintendent organized, channelled, and
ofucated parents about the ways-in which the shift to middle schools could help solve the
retrenchment problem while improving instruction in the basic skills. In the course of
regular newsletters, a school census conducted by parent volunteers, and hundreds of
“Coffees™ (the term used intown for-hoime=based;small-meetings-of-parents-with-school
administrators), a powerful coalition was built between the board, the superintendent,
administrators, and parents. Only the teachers’ association was left out, mainly because of
strife over personnel policies and suspicion about the retrenching aims of the reorganiza-
lion plan. v : :

Thus, Rurbanville mobilized to face its continuing loss of students and its arlticipated,

longer term shortfall in revenues. The new superintendent, already experienced with mid-
dle school implementation, built a sturdy new coalition, planned wilh care toward the
future, put in two pilot middle programs early, and reorganized the district quite complete-
ly in four years. Assignable capacity i Rurbanville was reduced in one action by some 200 .
classrooms. . ’ - ' '
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I Burns, the school board had decided as early as 1969 to convert an old high school
building into a junior high-and to substitute a consistent K-6 design for the existing
hodgepodge of elementary grade programs. However, a new mayor later forced them to
table these plans, since he would not approve a bond issue for renovating the old building. .
For the next eleven years, various reorganization proposals were debated, but there was /
never sufficient support for any of these proposals to get one passed. Finally, in 1980, a e
new, politically savvy superintendent was able to swing a vote in favor of a reorganizdtion  /
plan that calied for a consistent K-5, 6-8, 9—12 organizational pattern. ‘ : /

S AR TS s T

By this time, district reorganization was urgently needed. The elementary program was . /
fragmented into eleven different facilities, varying enormously in size, age, condition, and
quality of programs. Due to several years of gradual but substantial enrollment decline,/
‘none of the schools was fully utilized and several had enrollments of less than 200. The
new reorganization plan would close four of the smallest and oldest buildings and corivert
the old high school and one elementary building into middle schools for gmdes,(i—s/ .

Planning for the new middle schools took place hurriedly and in an inhospitable at-
mosphere. In November 1980 a statewidz referendum was passed to drastically feduce
local property taxes. Many cities and towns, including Burns, were hit hard. Large reduc-
tions in force were inevitable. The school board decided to close the four elementary
schools and open the two new middle schools all within one year. Planning involved only @
handful of principals and district-level directors. The new middle school principal was not
hired until December before the new schools would open, and the only tedcher inservice. ‘
was a two-day session late’in the spring. Understandably, the teachers were unprepared o
and aggrieved by -their exclusion from the planning process. One issue ;in particular, an at- ‘
tempt to require-dual certification (e.g., math-science) for agsignment fo the new middle
schools, led to a protracted labor dispute that nearly destroyed the chances for. opening the
- schools the next fall. . - i
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in Oz City,"Rurbanville, and Burns, the problem of decline was approached through
a district-wide plan of reorganization. In many big cities, however, the districts are
too large to be able to mobilize their administrative talents toward any single aim,
and constituencies are too numerous and divergent to tolerate the attempt. Efforts
at retrenchment may go on in one sector while upgrading and extra expenditures
are obligated in another. One of our districts; the Great Port Public Schools,:
represents this “big city” approach to the:management of decline. -

Middle schools in Great Port have ‘been fitted gradually into a stream of other changes.

From three to five buildings have been closed each year from 1977 through the present.

.. Reductions. in_teachers_and_administrators_have become annual events. The proportion of

“black students, meanwhile, has increased each year at a rale which overwhelms effortsto
tinker with attendance zones and grade groupings. During the early and mid-1970s, the
Great Port administration had achieved several successful middle school conversions across
the city; schools previously perceived as threatening, danger-filled places had been closed
or converted to safe, learning-centered environments. . . .

Despite these earliersuccesses, we could see that Great Port did not have the rescurces to
‘invest adequately in new middle schools, with their add-on costs for madifying facilities,
selecting and retraining teachers, and purchasing new equipment and materials. Success.in
the earlier middle schools, however, was generating demand for more of them. That de-
mandcould only be met in an ad hoc way, whenever parents in the affected neighbor-
hoods became sufficiently influential. ¢

©

°

The “new” Drywater Middle School is an_example of one of these schools implemented
following an intensive lobbying effort by-parents. Here, the contradictions were multiply-
ing fast. Drywater was a former elementary school, and half of it was still used for grades
K-3. Some renovating and equipping had been done, but not enough to make Drywater
adequate for the middle school program. Staff were making do with what they had, but in
the second year of the school’s operations, some of the handpicked faculty had left and had
been replaced by high school teachers witli no experience in middle schools, no training,
and no desire to be there. To cap the situation, two youths from the neighborhood, one of
them expelled from Drywater the previous year, set fires in the science lab and the prin-

cipals office, causing major damage which had yet to be repaired two months after it took
place. o -

All of our districts were undergoing enrollment declines and all were anticipating
reveriue problems sooner or later during this decade. Conversion to middle schools
has the powerful advantage,of preserving some or, in smaller districts, all high
school facilities. It also reduces the total number of elementary facilities in an
evenhanded, réasonable way by seeing who-will be left when sixth graders are
relocated. THat changeover can also be delayed for awhile to reduce confusion and

resistance from parents. What is equally important is that the conversion can be

achieved more orless cheaply. Our districts on the whole seemed to be making the
change on the cheap, with the result that changes in quality of services were con-
strained. This is a source of discouragement for many teachers and it might result
over time in a gradual disenchantment with the middle school concept among
parents and board members. In the midst of hard times, however, it can hardly be

o

unexpected.
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Reorganizing the Mi(l(cl)lc Grades _ .

Optimizing the Learning Environment
for Middie Grade Pupils : -

\

We might wish that educational considerations were the primary factor motivdting
the shift to middle schools. Although this is not the case, it is nevertheless true that’
a shift planned for more pragmatic economic reasons still provides a golden oppor-
tunity for revamping the instructional program as well. In every district in our
study, if educational aims were not among the primary motivations for the shift,
they entered through the back door and very quickly acquired an urgent life of their
own, None of our schools achieved full implémentation cf the more affective and .

philosophical components initially, but all realized at least some improvements in
their instructional programs.

Advocates of middle school design believe the formality of the traditional junior

high setting is totally inappropriate for middle grade students: they believe the

highly personal patterns of development characteristic of this age group are done -
considerable violence when forced to fit the Procrustean bed of the junior high. In
order to deliver the educational program to a middle grade learner, they say, there
must be a wide range of educational media available. Teachers must be able to pre-.
sent information in a variety of ways which interest and stimulate individual pupils,
and must therefore know them as individuals and be able to analyze rapidly chang-
ing pupil interests. (For a more detailed discussion of middle school teacher com-

_petencies, see Strahan, 1979.) The use of teaming, and having teachers as advisors

to a relatively small number of pupils they know well, greatly facilitates this
flexibility. , ‘ : :

There is nothing inherent in junior high schools to prevent teachers functioning in
these ways, but the junior high mentality of “teaching subjects” rather than -
“teaching kids” often seems to preclude this sort of approach. In most of the schools
in our study, there was a conspicuous lack of success in converting former junior’
high teachers to the kind of flexibility we are discussing here, whereas former
clementary teachers fell more easily into the pattern from years of experience. Thus,
our schools varied in the extent to which they imprdved the learning environment,
and the degree of improvement seems directly related to the proportion of elemen-
tary teachers on the staff. With the former junior high teachers, large ‘doses of inser-
vice seem to be needed, and a willingness to adhere to the middle school model is

essential. _ ' . \

We interviewed parents and teachers as well as board members and administrators
in all of our districts. Whether the conversion to middle schools had been preceded
by elaborate planning as in Rurbanville, or had been implemented very gradually as -

ll  in Oz City, or was being installed one school at a time on an ad hoc basis as in

Great Port, there was an attenuation between the problem and the solution ‘
wherever teaching and learning were at issue. Very, very few of those interviewed
were concerned with the programmatic content of instruction. Many offéered a cri-
tique of the traditional junior high school and said they wanted something different,
but nowhere did it appear that the decision to convert was predicated upon a sus-

8 tained interest in changing the content or styles of instruction.

" [oF te
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Forces Influencing Middle Grade Reorganization

[ N

The discrepancy between the middle school literature, which focusés so intently on
curriculum and pedagogy, and the forces actually said to be impelling change was
quite substantial. There have long been public-dialogues about elementary programs
— in the case of open education, reading methods, the new mathematics, and the
arts, to name just a few — just as there are-always keen debates about high school

"programs — in English electives, guidance counseling, career education, and now

microcomputer instruction. We listened to a wide range of yiews about middle °
school programs after they were in place, but we did not see one community where
the question of what to teach and how to teach it differently was joined as a serious
venture in formulating a new middle school. In Britewater, for example, the matter
of putting ninth graders into-the town’s one high school took up ten times the
meeting agenda space reserved for the middle sghool program per se, according 4o
all thoseinterviewed. This discrepancy led us to conjecture that public and profes-
sional awareness of the need for specialized early adolescent education has yet to

mature. S

Order anﬁ Sociql Control

Issues of vandalism, pupil and teacher victimization, and other, less menacing stu-
dent behavior problems loom large in the nation (National Institute of Education,
1977) and were significant concerns in several of the larger school districts in our

B study. The junior high schogls in Great Port and Oz City were described as

. contro] outcomes.)

“jungles” by parents we interviewed, and apparently with good reason. There are at
least two ways in which shifting to middle schools helped alleviate such problems

—in our districts: first, removal of the ninth grade to the high schools was almost

universally credited with major reductions in discipline problems. The macho strut-
tings of the oldest boys, the incidence of smoking problems, and general “setting of”
bad examples” declined conspicuously. ’ :

A second and more powerful factor seems to be the middle school’s great potential '
for social control, which is a source of deep concern for the authors and some. of
the staff we interviewed. There are two aspects to this concern. On the one hand,
the student prone to discipline problems/finds. a reinforced control structure by vir-
tue of the team organization of teachers/ We saw that problem behayior is often the
only topic discussed by teamns; and questions of teaching methods are simply not —

_addressed. Centralized team records gdarantee that infractions are documented and
" conferences with parents are suddenly five-or-one encounters; five teachers together

cannot be easily intimidated by even the most assertive parent. To be sure, this
structure may truly help the pupil with nascent learning or behavior problems, but
the potential for stifling individuality and creatiyity is also alarming. (See Propst
and Nagle, 1981, and Gerardi, 1981, for more information on discipline and social

~
o

| . On the other hand, some teacheré¢ we interviewed were concerned that the high '

level of ‘control would leave the§e same students grossly unprepared for the relative
freedom they would encounter in high school. The dilemma is not easy to resolve:

at what point does control becpme oppressive? How do we maintain order while
. L - . - [
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gradually increasing student autonomy to facilitate growth? Discipline problems in
all of our study schools were significantly reduced, but we wonder, at what cost?

RRHGHLTCR MR B DU R S e

Why the Middle Grades? | IR :

It is certainly possible that any or all of the district problems we have cited could be
. addressed through reorganization or revamping of the programs at any level -~
elementary, junior high, or senior high. However, there are several factors which
seem to make sutcess more likely if the focus is on the middle grades. 3

SRR TR

First, the elementary grades are generally situated in neighborhood schools dis-
persed throughout the community. As anyone who.has eyver had to propose closing
a n\zighborhood elementary school can attest, public outcry and resistance to such
actibns reach incredible levels. Neighborhood schopls are often gritical parts of -
neighborhood identity, and parental participation and feelings run high. In addition,
- closings mean childrén have to go somewhere out of the neighborhood to,school,
and parents are reluctant to- have very young children go more than a few blocks
from home. Elementacy grades are consequently unlikely targets for reorganization.

Second, senior high schools are poor targets for reform because they are

repositories of local tradition — the town fathers graduated there,.for example —

and are generally bastions of conservative teaching. Even when funds are found to

replace or at least renovate the most outmoded facility, the program itself is

| remarkably resistant to change. Senior high schools, therefore, are not good targets-

H . for reorganization. R ) I ) . 8
But the middle grades are susceptible to changes for several reasons of their own.
One is that junior high schools are widely disliked. They frequently have poor
reputations for reasons of student victimization, availability of drugs, and assaults
on’ teachers. The teachers are often considered misfits.who were not good enough
to get high scho;l.gositiocns. (See Gruhn, 1960, for a defense of the junior high.)

Another factor lies in the nature of the middle school design? Many components of
middle schools can be implemented even before a decision to reorganize..For exam-
ple, team teaching, block and flexible scheduling, house plans, teachers as advisors,
soft-pedalling of varsity sports and dances, and virtually any other middle school”
component can be — and often are — operating in a junior high ot elementary -
school that might also be child-centered, emphasize broad learning themes, etc.

Much can'be done under the heading of “middle schooling™ without changing the
name on the building. : '

The number of philosophical and programmatic elements involved in the middle
school design is another possible reason for the popularity of this solution to district =
problems. The middle school is both a configuration and a series of possibilities _
from which districts and schools may choose in planning and implementing schools |
in the middle. Middle schools are thus a tremendously flexible innovation, so that
implementation of any component becomes a matter of choice and degree. They are

2 i
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i highly transportable and canbe fitted to a variety of probl'emé — from correcting
fl - the inadequacies of a junior high school to managmg responses to declmmg
enrollments, to promoting equity. , . .-

Finally, there is a large and growing body of literature which provides new

evidence about changes in cognition and perceptions as well -as metabolism in 4
children ages 10 to 14 (Til, 1970; Henry, 1981;-James:~1981; Fenwick;-1977;.Schoo, - .-
1974). This evidence has suggested to many educators that school programs for this

age group need radical revision if they are to be most conducive to learning diring
‘these years. The middle grades, then, seem to be the most fertile soil for change.
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Making the Decisiﬂﬁ to
Reorganize

LN

In this chapter We».n\mo/ve more directly into providing concrete suggestions on deci-
sion making and planining i